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BEST-PRACTICE THINKING in leadership development em-
braces mobility for managers: Rotate your up-and-comers 
through various functions and units and you’ll give them 
a chance to round out their skills and prepare for general 
management. 

It’s a simple model – deceptively so. Mobility as a leader-
ship development strategy can go wrong in many ways. It 
can disrupt operations and undermine accountability be-
cause people may not be around to enjoy or suff er the out-
comes of their decisions. Additionally, those who stay put 
may feel demoralized – if they’re stuck in the same job too 
long, continuing in that position starts to seem like a failure. 
Mobility can also become an unduly expensive proposition, 

aking
Mobility
Matter
by Haig R. Nalbantian and Richard A. Guzzo

especially when moves involve international assignments 
or frequent relocations. And it can become an end in itself, 
causing other strategic and operational aims to get lost in 
the fervor to help people chase new experiences. 

Take, for example, a large consumer products company 
we’ll call ProductCo. In the 1990s, it adopted a model of 
leadership development that strongly emphasized internal 
mobility for high-potential and high-performing employ-
ees – a global group consisting of several thousand manag-
ers, engineers, and other professionals. (All this in a com-
pany that had historically placed a premium on hiring solid, 
motivated young managers and professionals who worked 
their way up the ladder, learning the company’s operations 
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and getting to know its customers from 
the perspective of a given business or 
function.) The move toward mobility, 
designed by a preeminent manage-
ment guru of the day, was championed 
by ProductCo’s acclaimed CEO. The aim 
was to groom managers over time so 
that the company would have a ready 
pool of talent to fi ll senior leadership 
positions down the line.

As the new model took hold, manag-
ers and other professionals were moved 
so quickly – every 16 months, more or 
less – that they couldn’t see any signifi -
cant project through to the end. The 
single-minded pursuit of breadth desta-
bilized core processes (design, produc-
tion, marketing) and prevented the de-
velopment of deep technical expertise. 
Accountability also suff ered as manag-
ers constantly overrode their predeces-
sors’ decisions and then moved on be-
fore having to live through the fallout 
of their own. All these unintended con-
sequences contributed to an implosion of quality that cost the 
company more than $1 billion annually, according to internal 
auditors. Other factors played a role in that loss, but in a re-
view of its management practices, ProductCo clearly identifi ed 
excessive mobility as one of the prime causes.

Mobility is a legitimate tool that can benefi t both the man-
ager and the workplace – but only when the right facts guide 
decisions about the frequency and nature of moves, in an 
equation that’s diff erent in every enterprise. In this article, we 
look at companies that have rotated employees’ roles too oft en 
or too rarely. We also off er a framework for solving the mobil-
ity equation in a way that’s just right for your organization.

Mobility Run Amok
We worked with the senior team at ProductCo to analyze its 
mobility practices once its own auditors had uncovered a prob-
lem. Many factors were contributing to the mess.

The company’s mobility program was fueled by grassroots 
talent committees consisting of HR professionals and line 
managers; those committees matched internal candidates 
with vacancies. They were very deliberate in identifying high 
potentials and high performers so that when an opening was 
announced, they could quickly produce a candidate – whether 
an engineer for a new product launch team or a marketing 
manager with strong execution skills. 

But again, the “best practice” leadership program cost the 
company dearly. Our analysis of ProductCo’s workforce data 
showed that job shift s and production structure were fun-
damentally misaligned. New product launches typically took 

three to fi ve years from inception to 
market delivery, but the managers who 
made decisions about product design or 
production were on the job for only 15 
to 18 months; they were long gone when 
their decisions were fi nally tested in 
the marketplace. Meanwhile, the com-
pany developed a large cadre of general 
managers who simply had no place to 
go – the opportunities for upward move-
ment were limited, and people found it 
hard to leave the organization because 
ProductCo off ered generous compensa-
tion and benefi ts. The company was es-
sentially grooming thousands of leaders 
for very few top jobs. 

The mobility program was also under-
cut by a talent culture strongly oriented 
toward building from within rather 
than buying from outside. Interrup-
tions caused by one job shift  cascaded 
throughout the organization, as lead-
ers moved around to fi ll newly opened 
positions. A few strategic outside hires 

could have limited the degree of churn. But management held 
fi rmly to the belief that outsiders could not match the produc-
tivity of homegrown talent.

These problems were compounded by an extremely hierar-
chical rewards system. The best way to move up in the organi-
zation was to make a few sideways moves fi rst, and pay hikes 
for advancement dwarfed rewards for current performance. 
Staying too long in one job became a barrier to fast promo-
tions later, so people oft en sought moves whether or not they 
would benefi t the company. The talent committees, in turn, 
saw it as their mandate to move people around; they came to 
view themselves more as agents for employees than as advo-
cates for the company. 

Finally, the product launch teams that imported talent 
reaped immediate benefi ts without paying any of the costs 
these moves imposed on the teams from which that talent 
was drawn. In light of such perverse incentives, is there any 
wonder that mobility became excessive? 

Faced with evidence of the damage done by its myopia 
and poorly aligned mobility practices, ProductCo decided to 
tame its program with a time-in-position requirement (our 
data analysis predicted that this restriction would not lead to 
higher turnover) and stronger fi nancial incentives for success-
ful performance in place. Managers and other professionals 
now stay in their jobs long enough to see a project through; 
the appropriate amount of time for any given assignment is 
defi ned according to the project and the employee’s develop-
mental needs. These changes also give people time to develop 
more depth of knowledge.

Moving young leaders among  »
roles is an attractive way to endow 
them with general management 
skills – but it can disrupt operations 
if managers are gone before their 
decisions play out.

It can also become unduly expen- »
sive and can obscure strategic and 
operational goals.

Mobility done right entails careful  »
thought about who gets moved, 
how, and when – and about unique 
organizational circumstances. 

Safeguards such as the time-in- »
position rule adopted at one con-
sumer products company will allow 
mobility to enhance performance 
and retention.

IN BRIEF
IDEA
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Mobility Derailed
If ProductCo has demonstrated exces-
sive, dysfunctional mobility, Profes-
sionalCo (a large global professional-
services fi rm we also worked with) has 
shown that management practices can 
thwart mobility, even when it is a criti-
cal part of an organization’s strategy for 
growth.

ProfessionalCo, the leader in its fi eld, 
holds a reputation for quality and depth, 
especially in its largest and oldest ser-
vice segments. But the market for these 
bread-and-butter segments has for a 
while been quite mature and, in some 
geographies, declining. In response, 
ProfessionalCo began selling solutions 
several years ago rather than just prod-
ucts and services, to protect against the 
commoditization of its off erings and 
strengthen customer relationships. Ini-
tially, this was done informally, based 
on a hunch as much as on data.

Our early analysis of ProfessionalCo’s 
performance data was encouraging: 
Revenue growth increased signifi cantly 
when clients had access to teams span-
ning multiple business lines. It seemed 
that the hunch was borne out. So the 
company made a big push to institute 
more formal programs to bring people 
out of their silos and develop new cross-
segment off erings. Success with this strategy would require a 
strong cadre of generalists – professionals with broad business 
knowledge and exposure to each of the segments. Education 
and orientation programs and the creation of cross-segment 
innovation teams would be a start, but hands-on experience in 
multiple business segments would also be essential. In other 
words, the fi rm would need to increase the mobility of selected 
professionals across business and geographic lines.

ProfessionalCo vigorously promoted the value of cross-
segment initiatives and highlighted opportunities to move 
across businesses and locations. Yet mobility rates remained 
remarkably low. Moves that did materialize tended to be geo-
graphically driven, refl ecting preference for a location rather 
than support of company goals.

Why? Once again, we found the answer by looking at the 
fi rm’s own data. The “soft ” messages – breadth is valued, cross-
segment cooperation is encouraged – weren’t in accord with 
the “hard” messages delivered through rewards. Switching 
jobs – especially moving to a new unit, function, or location – 
was a risk, and it went unrewarded. No advantage (whether 
measured by year-to-year pay hikes or likelihood of promo-

tion) accrued to people who moved laterally. Managers may 
in some instances have experienced an initial spike in pay 
to facilitate the change, but the value of the raise petered 
out. From a career perspective, employees who rotated roles 
enjoyed no long-term benefi ts. Mobility was offi  cially encour-
aged but eff ectively discouraged. (See the exhibit “What Actu-
ally Gets Rewarded at ProfessionalCo.”)

Consequently, the ability of the company to shift  its strategy 
to selling solutions was dangerously slowed. Its failure to rec-
ognize how the mobility equation would play out undermined 
results. Complaints rolled in from the fi eld about resistance 
to working across segments. Salespeople would try to put to-
gether a proposal but couldn’t get the diff erent service lines to 
collaborate. The silos remained fi rm. In short, ProfessionalCo 
was losing sales opportunities and failing to meet growth ob-
jectives as well as goals for expanding its off erings.

Mobility Done Well
Though mobility is not a development panacea, it can be 
very eff ective when it’s well managed and a strategic fi t. 
Look at Marriott International, which operates or franchises 

MOBILITY IS a popular tool for 
developing general-management 
breadth and retaining talent – but 
when used carelessly, it can 
create unfortunate unintended 
consequences.

EXAMPLE One consumer prod-
ucts company began having high 
potentials and high performers 
rotate positions every 16 months 
or so. As a result of that mobility 
program, managers didn’t have 
time to enjoy the fruits or suff er the 
consequences of their decisions. 
Also, employees who stayed in jobs 
more than a couple of years felt 
stuck, because swift lateral moves 
were critical to future promotions. 
After an internal audit identifi ed the 
mobility program as a major factor 
in an annual $1 billion shortfall, the 
company adopted a time-in-position 
rule, ensuring that managers could 
see programs through to the end. 
Tenure increased, managers could 
develop more depth, and perfor-
mance improved without a dip in 
retention.

In the right context, mobility en-
hances performance.

EXAMPLE Marriott uses mobility as 
its primary leadership development 
tool, rotating managers among its 
approximately 3,000 properties 
around the world. Mobility is a 
necessity for Marriott, which can-
not control the external business 
and environmental factors that 
drive variations in performance at 
diff erent locations. It has enabled 
the company to develop a pool of 
leaders ready to step in as positions 
open up. 

Companies too often make deci-
sions about mobility based on 
unknowns. Instead, they should 
use HR data to examine the number 
and types of moves and career 
pathways, assess the impact of 
mobility (who is leaving, what kinds 
of moves lead to career advance-
ment), and use statistical models 
to test potential decisions such as 
increasing the rate of lateral mobility 
among middle managers. 

IDEA IN
PRACTICE
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What Actually Gets Rewarded 
at ProfessionalCo
Our analysis of one global professional-services fi rm 

showed that managers who changed roles (moving either 

overseas or from one unit to another) were not rewarded 

with salary increases or improved chances for future 

promotions. This reality undermined the company’s val-

ues of breadth and cross-segment cooperation. 

approximately 3,000 lodging properties in more than 70 coun-
tries under a variety of brands. Its scale and reach give it ample 
opportunity to use internal mobility as a leadership develop-
ment device, and it does that well. Managers know that their 
development will come primarily through the sequence and 
nature of assignments. New managerial hires “come in know-
ing they’re going to pack their bag,” says executive vice presi-
dent of global human resources David A. Rodriguez. 

People experience mobility at two levels. Within-property 
moves involve transfers from one job or function to another, 
such as from banquets to sales. More consequential are out-
of-property moves, typically transfers from smaller to larger 
properties, which can involve a change in geography, function, 
or brand – or some combination of the three. Such a high vol-
ume of churn could be a source of chaos; for Marriott, though, 
it is a source of stability and high performance. 

Mobility acts as a retention device at Marriott. With the 
company, we conducted an analysis of what we call its internal 
labor market – its system of matching people to jobs, pricing 
those jobs, and motivating employees – and used statistical 
modeling to identify the drivers of retention among its man-

agers. We found that people become signifi cantly more likely 
to stay at Marriott as the number of jobs they have performed 
there increases. And those who have made an out-of-property 
move in the past year are signifi cantly more likely to stay with 
the company than those who have not, despite the poten-
tially disruptive consequences of the move. So Marriott has a 
pool of ready-to-perform leaders who can step into new posi-
tions as needed. This is, in part, a self-selecting group: Mobility 
is attractive to candidates who are predisposed to thrive in 
the Marriott system. Once they’re in, mobility develops their 
knowledge and skills and increases their motivation to per-
form eff ectively. Over time it cultivates an emotional attach-
ment that’s critical to the success of the enterprise. 

Marriott has also analyzed mobility’s impact on perfor-
mance. Vacancies created by managers’ departures and the 
associated temporary turbulence could wreak havoc on a 
property’s numbers. However, the company found no negative 
impact. That is, it reaps the developmental gains of mobility 
without incurring business losses. The model works well even 
though managerial mobility is not at the company’s sole dis-
cretion. Market forces oft en dictate the moves. Business needs, 
for example, may mandate that a manager of a highly profi t-
able property move to a struggling one, potentially placing the 
vacated property’s profi tability at risk. 

The Mobility Equation
The challenge in developing a mobility strategy is to make 
sure it fi ts your company’s context. This will require getting 
answers to three essential questions:

What kind of mobility?  ■

Mobility for whom?  ■

How much mobility? ■

The answers will vary in light of company-specifi c facts; we’ll 
look at the questions fi rst and then describe our approach for 
collecting such facts. 

What kind of mobility? Diff erent types of moves serve dif-
ferent developmental needs. Without changing position, func-
tion, or business group, for instance, an employee can move 
internationally for the purpose of broadening cross-cultural 
skills and global business knowledge. Changing functions 
within a business unit can help build the capability to one day 
lead that unit, while switching business units can help develop 
corporate-level leadership capabilities.

Solving for this variable in the mobility equation entails 
careful consideration of the objectives to be met. In some 
cases, those objectives may be dictated by a change in busi-
ness strategy. For instance, the health care services company 
UnitedHealth Group is making a strategic shift  toward greater 
organic growth. That entails, among other eff orts, develop-
ing more talent internally through between-business mobility, 
says Lori Sweere, executive vice president of human capital. In 
other cases, an organization’s assessment of its talent pipeline 
might reveal, for example, a lack of a specifi c capability, such 
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as knowledge of global markets or technical expertise. Geo-
graphic mobility may be the solution to meeting the former 
need, whereas a change of function may serve the latter. 

Mobility for whom? Should you adopt a sponsored-
mobility approach, in which investments are directed toward 
a chosen few, such as high-potential leadership candidates? 
Or should you adopt a contest-mobility approach, in which 
opportunities for internal transfer are open to the many who 
are competing for promotions? 

The answer depends on several contextual factors. Spon-
sored mobility works best when the company has sound pro-
cesses for identifying high potentials and retaining those who 

have been through several rotations. This is where Marriott 
shines. Contest mobility can be highly motivating, but the 
competitive nature of the process can undercut cooperation 
among candidates. These two approaches are not mutually 
exclusive. In large companies, an orchestrated sponsored-
mobility approach may coexist with a less-controlled contest-
mobility program.

Another factor to consider: Which managerial levels are 
eligible for the program? Early-career moves can help build 
familiarity and capabilities and may also weed out the unfi t. 
Midcareer mobility, by contrast, should be guided by specifi c 
career paths and targeted positions. 

THE CONSEQUENCES of 

a mobility program greatly 

depend on the organiza-

tion’s other practices and 

circumstances, such as 

hiring policies, turnover, and 

reward systems. Ignoring the 

relationships between these 

factors can lead to unin-

tended costs. It is therefore 

vital to look at internal mobil-

ity holistically, assessing 

many practices and condi-

tions simultaneously while 

measuring what drives them 

and how they interact with 

one another. In so doing, you 

can better understand the 

dynamic forces that shape 

the organization’s personnel 

and use this insight, as neces-

sary, to redesign processes 

to produce outcomes more 

consistent with your business 

needs. That is the idea behind 

what we call internal labor 

market (ILM) analysis. 

Briefl y, ILM analysis starts 

with the recognition that 

organizations operate a form 

of labor market, one that 

seeks to match people to jobs, 

price those jobs, develop 

people, and motivate them to 

perform. You can easily put 

together a simple map with 

information from your HR 

database. We often create a 

picture that arrays employees 

by career level, using data 

from over a couple of years, 

to show head count as well 

as promotions, lateral moves, 

turnover, and so forth. Such 

a map also shows you where 

you have leadership bottle-

necks – where, for instance, 

you have a large number of 

well-groomed managers 

competing for very few senior 

positions. 

You can then apply a set 

of interrelated statistical 

models to the running record 

of HR information systems 

and payroll data. These 

models establish causal links 

between specifi c workforce 

management practices and 

critical workforce events and 

behaviors. Core ILM models 

include analyses of the driv-

ers of mobility, promotion, 

retention, performance, pay 

levels, and growth. 

The independent vari-

ables used to explain these 

events fall into three basic 

categories: individual factors 

(employee demographics, 

experience, pay and perfor-

mance histories), organiza-

tional factors (business unit, 

size of group, supervisor’s 

characteristics), and market 

factors (local unemployment 

rates, company market share, 

customer demographics). 

Statistical methods vary 

according to whether the 

model focuses on continu-

ous variables (such as pay, 

pay growth, or performance 

ratings) or discrete vari-

ables (such as promotion or 

turnover likelihood). A model 

used to test what predicts the 

likelihood of turnover in an 

organization might resemble 

the equation below.

Marriott used precisely this 

type of model to determine 

that lateral moves were 

helpful in averting turn-

over among managers. In 

conjunction with the results 

of models that explained 

the likelihood of promotion 

among the management 

ranks, the data offered a 

clear picture of the benefi cial 

impact of planned mobility 

at the company. (For further 

information on ILM modeling, 

see Play to Your Strengths, by 

Haig R. Nalbantian, Richard A. 

Guzzo, Dave Kieffer, and Jay 

Doherty.)

P(TurnoverNextYear) = 1

1 + exp
 [- ( ß₀ + ß₁Age + ß₂OrganizationTenure + ß₃PerformanceRating +

… + ßnLateralMoveLast2Years + ε)]

Customizing Mobility
in Your Organization
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The question of whom may apply not just to individuals or 
management levels but to entire segments of the workforce. 
Consider the case of one large global natural-resources com-
pany. Its CEO believes that a premier global company needs 
leaders who have run operations across diverse locations, so it 
adopted a global mobility program, open to much of its leader-
ship talent. The opportunity to move across business segments 
and geographic locations became a core part of a reward sys-
tem that emphasized career advancement over current pay as 
an inducement for joining and staying with the company and 
performing well. 

This worked for many parts of the business. But eventually 
the retail organization began to chafe under the system, which 
limited its ability to attract and retain the right kind of talent. 
Retail needed top-notch marketing, sales, and merchandiz-
ing professionals – depth was much more of a priority than 
breadth. It needed people of extraordinary creativity and expe-
rience who could lead and diff erentiate the company in retail 
markets, which, in stark contrast to the markets served by the 

“producer” parts of the business, were local, highly competi-
tive, and subject to very low margins. People who excelled in 
retail weren’t usually interested in the general management 
career path; they were more concerned with refi ning their 
trade and building reputations in their fi eld. So the company 
found that it had to buy talent from the outside, and had 
to do so quickly, despite its build-from-within mentality. The 
parent organization was simply ill equipped to serve retail’s 
talent needs. The proper answer to the question of whom in 
the enterprise would diff er depending on whether you were 
looking at retail or production. In retail, the best approach was 
to invest more in recruiting and pay-for-performance than in 
internal mobility. 

How much mobility? ProductCo clearly suff ered from too 
much mobility too fast, while ProfessionalCo had too little. 
How much time in a position is needed to gain the benefi ts of 
an internal move, and thus how many moves should a develop-
ing leader make during any career interval? What percentage 
of talent should be moving in any given year? Will one inter-
national move impart the cultural breadth and sensitivity a 
manager needs to lead a global fi rm? Does a candidate for cor-
porate leadership require exposure to all business segments? 

Many leadership development experts think that a person 
needs to stay in a position at least two years to really learn 
from the experience and to prepare for the next assignment. 
Having a solid fi x on which areas of the enterprise require 
the developmental benefi ts of mobility will help determine 
how much mobility is right overall. The solution will be con-
textual and will involve some trade-off s. With the right kinds 
of analysis, the business can see the likely impact of mobility 
on retention, on promotions over time, and on operational 
effi  ciency. (The sidebar “Customizing Mobility in Your Organi-
zation” outlines a process for identifying potential outcomes 
and making decisions.)

Gathering Company-Specifi c Facts 
Unknowns too oft en dominate the practice of managing mo-
bility for leadership development. This need not be the case. 
Companies have more relevant data available to them than 
they seem to realize they do. Much of this information re-
sides in human resources systems, but fi nancial and business 
performance data also should shape the decisions companies 
make about mobility. The facts can be brought to bear on 
those decisions in three ways: describing the organization’s 
current state of mobility, assessing impact, and modeling fu-
ture states. 

Describing the current state. Companies should begin by 
understanding exactly what role mobility plays in the enter-
prise. Most of them can pull from their own databases in-
formation such as the number of moves of each type, how 
long people stayed in each position, and the estimated costs 
of rotation, and map out the pathways of internal mobility. 
Breaking out the facts by business line, geography, workforce 
segment, and so forth provides further insight and a common 
point of reference for all those involved in setting internal 
mobility policies. 

One tool we use to illustrate the status quo is a descriptive 
display of internal moves, such as the one in the exhibit “The 
Mobility Matrix.” When Corning put together a similar matrix 
for this purpose, it was surprised at the low levels of mobility. 
The discovery prompted Corning to increase mobility rates 
between divisions while preserving high rates within divisions, 
in order to develop more leaders across the corporation with a 
broad base of experience. 

Assessing impact. Mobility has consequences, positive and 
negative, for individuals and the enterprise. For individuals, it 
can aff ect retention, career advancement, pay growth, commit-
ment, and social networks, among other things. At Marriott, 
as we noted, mobility has a strongly favorable impact on the 
retention of managerial talent. Another company we worked 
with, a diversifi ed media and information services company 
we’ll call MultiCo, had the opposite experience. It was bring-
ing in recruits from top-tier business schools and placing them 
on a special leadership track that emphasized mobility. But 
even though it was paying top dollar and giving them special 
treatment, these high potentials showed no “premium” in per-
formance and were 25% more likely than their less pedigreed 
counterparts to leave the company. MultiCo’s culture was very 
command-and-control, and it may be that such high-caliber 
people expected to have more latitude in their work; certainly 
their marketability was better than average. Whatever the 
explanation, MultiCo was losing those investments in general 
management capability. 

Assessing mobility’s impact on business results is oft en quite 
straightforward. ProductCo started from known business re-
sults – quality problems – and worked with us to trace their ori-
gins and fi nd the negative eff ects of excessive internal mobility. 
We helped Marriott use a set of statistical models to establish 
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WHAT IF A COMPANY could develop the breadth of skill 

required of its future leaders by placing them in just one 

position rather than moving them through a variety of jobs? 

Doing so could save the company a lot of mobility-related 

expenses and avoid other unwanted complications. We call 

this prospect the catcher hypothesis. 

The role of the catcher in professional baseball illustrates 

the power of a single position to develop leaders. There are 

30 major-league baseball teams operating in North America. 

Each team has one distinct on-fi eld leader, the fi eld manager. 

Traditionally, almost all the managers have played baseball 

professionally. Among the 30 managers at the start of 2008, 

a disproportionate number of them – 12, to be specifi c – had 

played as catchers. Considering that on a typical 25-man 

team only two or three members are catchers, and that 

catching is only one of nine positions on the baseball fi eld, 

the fact that 12 out of 30 managers are ex-catchers is no 

fl uke. Indeed, the probability that 12 out of 30 are ex-catchers 

by chance is less than one in 1,000.

What is it about the catcher position that makes it a 

launching pad for future leaders? Perhaps it is the perspec-

tive: Catchers are the only ones who face all their teammates. 

They are also always closest to the opponent at the start 

of the action. Complementing their unique perspective on 

the game are the demanding cognitive skills honed by the 

position, such as the ability to keep track of many things at 

once (pitch selection, opponents’ base running, teammates’ 

defensive alignment, and so forth) while making decisions 

quickly. The position is instructive in the art of balancing 

the roles of cheerleader and taskmaster, as when dealing 

with an underachieving pitcher. It could be, of course, that 

players who are destined to become managers gravitate to 

the catcher position. True as this may be, we believe that it is 

no less true that the position itself – far more than any other 

position – develops the leader. 

Although there are relatively few “catcher” positions in 

most organizations, reviewing the history of career moves 

and promotions at a company can illuminate the patterns of 

movement and identify positions that most reliably prepare 

individuals for greater leadership roles – even if the jobs 

aren’t explicitly designed to do so. The chart here shows 

a typical development pattern, in which the key account 

manager job turns out to be a catcher position. That job is a 

gateway to the executive ranks, according to this company’s 

history. Why? We’d suggest that it has to do with touching 

many service lines, having responsibility for a substantial 

amount of revenue, and requiring a range of skills from social 

networking to project management. The job also entails fre-

quent exchanges with those in positions both up and down 

the hierarchy. The manager doesn’t have to rotate through 

a variety of positions to develop all these abilities. Like a 

catcher, he sees the whole game playing out in front of him.

The Catcher Hypothesis

Key Account Manager 
as a Catcher Position

Director

VP

Executive
VP

VP

Key
Account 
Manager

Job
A

Job
B

Job
C

51

32

40

5

12

4

5

30

■   Coordinates 
offerings from 
multiple service 
lines

■   Is responsible 
for substantial 
revenue

■   Maintains close 
contact with 
customers

■   Possesses a wide 
range of skills, from 
social networking 
to project 
management

■   Communicates 
regularly up and 
down the hierarchyNumber of 

employees who 
changed roles
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causal links between its management practices and workforce 
events and behaviors. 

Modeling future states. Capturing the facts about mobil-
ity and its current impact on individuals and business perfor-
mance can help the enterprise look into the future in a more 
informed way. Statistical models built to assess mobility’s im-
pact can become devices for playing out scenarios. For instance: 

“What if we increased the rate of lateral mobility among our 
middle managers? How many more of the better ones would 
we expect to retain over the next fi ve years, and what would 
that do to our leadership pipeline?” Or: “What if we restricted 
the rate of mobility to reduce costs? How would that aff ect 
business results?” Any number of such questions can be ad-
dressed with a thorough analysis of mobility dynamics.

• • •

Although mobility is an intuitively attractive choice for devel-
oping leaders, there are other ways to build a leadership bench 
with key managerial skills. You can buy breadth by hiring mid-
career managers who bring experience from other positions 
and employers – in other words, by cherry-picking talent from 
rival fi rms. That tactic reaps the benefi ts of mobility programs 
yet seeks to short-circuit the costs and risks. Formal training – 
delivered by the employer or by outside agents such as univer-

sity executive education programs – can develop diverse skills. 
(Training can also complement internal mobility.) People in 
the military, for example, typically acquire leadership skills 
by rotating through a variety of assignments intermixed with 
opportunities for formal training and education.

Marriott shows us the potential value of mobility as a lead-
ership development practice. But ProductCo shows us the po-
tential destruction. Mobility is a useful tool, but only in the 
right context and in conjunction with other leadership devel-
opment methods. You don’t have to guess where to put your 
leadership development dollars: Use the information you have 
to get a clear view of what works, and build a program tailored 
to your particular business circumstances.       

Haig R. Nalbantian (haig.nalbantian@mercer.com) is a princi-
pal and a worldwide partner as well as the director of global re-
search and commercialization at the consulting fi rm Mercer in 
New York. He is also a founding member of Mercer’s Workforce 
Sciences group. Richard A. Guzzo (rick.guzzo@mercer.com), 
based in Washington, DC, is also a principal and a worldwide 
partner at Mercer and leads the Workforce Sciences group. 
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The Mobility Matrix
AT ONE GLOBAL MANUFACTURER and distributor, most employees didn’t 

change business units. For instance, fewer than 2% of employees moved from Unit A 

to any of the other units. Headquarters was the only part of the company that exported 

any appreciable amount of talent – and nearly all of that went to Unit A. Such low rates 

of this type of internal mobility contributed to a dearth of leadership-ready candidates 

in the organization. 

Unit 
A

Unit 

B
Unit 

C
Unit 

D HQ
Number of 
employees

Employees 
from these 
units… 

Unit 
A 98.4% 0.8% 0.1% 0.1% 0.7% 1,821

Unit 
B 2.2% 96.1% 0.1% 0.3% 1.2% 2,825

Unit 
C 0.0% 0.2% 99.5% 0.0% 0.3% 1,275

Unit 
D 0.3% 0.7% 0.0% 99.1% 0.0% 753

 HQ 30.8% 0.4% 1.7% 0.0% 67.1% 240

Movement of active salaried employees 
among business units

…landed in these units

didn’t change units
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